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Differentiated assessments on the same topic can provide a better understanding of a
student’s level of learning.

Classroom assessments come in many different forms. We assess for learning, as we are
learning, and of our learning (Frey, 2014). There are formal, informal, performance-based,
authentic, and simply tried and true traditional assessments (multiple choice, true/false, fill in
the blank). This article will address how differentiation of assessments on the same topic can
assess different levels of student learning using personal classroom experience as evidence.
This article has been conducted using some research but pulls from personal experience from
my own classroom. This article is broken down into sections to focus on the different types of
assessments teachers use on a daily basis. Each section will explore those assessments, what
they are, typically why they are used and what information teachers can obtain from them.
This article will even discuss the importance of universal test design and authentic assessments.
To understand assessments, you must first understand the language of classroom assessments.
An assessment must be valid and reliable, the assessment also needs to have a clear construct.
The goals of classroom assessments are to measure constructs with high validity and reliability
(Frey, 2014).

Classroom Assessments: Formal, Informal, and Traditional (Pen and Paper)

I do informal assessments throughout my lessons/lectures. I always ask questions
before starting a lesson to activate my student’s prior knowledge and/or to restate facts from
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the lesson the day before to transition into the new lesson. I also ask questions throughout the
lesson which allows me to check for my student’s understanding. This is important because as a
teacher, this allows me to check their comprehension of content. Informal assessment is a tool
to assess the process of learning as it is happening, it takes the form of a class discussion,
debate, and/or simply guided questions by me. Informally assessing my students gives me an
idea of where I need to start, anything I need to go over, and/or anything I may need to reexplain.
Formal assessments are actual assignments that can be graded. Formal assessments are
more formative and are considered the best practice (Frey, 2014). Formal assessments allow for
data collection during and after a lesson. Formal assessments are given in the form of
assignments, quizzes, and tests. Formal assessments allow me to see that learning has occurred
throughout and after I’m done teaching, these also allow me to give my students feedback
which in turn gives them more power over their education. I use traditional pen and paper
assessments at the end of every unit. My unit tests consist of multiple choice, true/false, fill-inthe-blank, and matching. According to Bloom’s Taxonomy, the level of learning for this type of
assessment is knowledge and comprehension. This type of formative assessment provides the
benefit of being able to be scored objectively because there is only one clear answer.
Traditional pen and paper tests are not my only form of assessment used for my
students; I understand that each one of my students is unique and learn in different
ways. While I am informally (asking them questions) assessing my students, they can verbally
communicate their understanding of the content; however, once they get that test in front of
them, they do poorly. I have a few students who are simply not good at tests and that is why I
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use other forms of assessments, such as performance-based and constructed response type
assessments. This allows them to show their skill level, use their critical thinking skills, and not
limit them to traditional pen and paper.

Modern Classroom Assessment: Performance-Based and Constructed Response

I like to use a lot of performance-based and constructed response assessments in my
classroom because I have students who simply do not do well on the traditional end-of-unit pen
and paper tests. Performance-based assessments go beyond the level of knowledge and
understanding and allow skill and ability to be assessed. Throughout my lessons, my students
work in groups, I also utilize think-pair-shares in the classroom. For example, during unit one on
colonization, I have an assignment in which my students become “makers”. They are required
to create digital postcards, one for each colonial region, and they have specific guidelines that
they must follow. The assignment is performance-based and a constructed response because
they are required to use their own words to write the different political, social, and economic
characteristics of each colony. It must be written in the form of a letter as if they are traveling
through the colonies and sending the post card to someone. This assignment also allows them
to be makers of their education. Maker education is a form of formal and informal learning that
gives more options for teachers (Fan, 2020). This performance-based activity allows me to
evaluate my student’s skills and abilities and as a constructed response, allows them to come
up with their answers with guided objectives. This assignment does not restrict my students
and allows them to create and use different levels of thinking. On Bloom’s Taxonomy scale this
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type of assignment is placed at the level of application and analysis. This assignment was given
to my students during the lesson, while the traditional test was given at the end of the unit,
many of my students did better on the assignment than on the unit test. Majority of the
students that did better on the assignment were mostly students that had IEPs, and had
accommodations for testing environments.

Modern Classroom Assessment: Authentic Assessments

According to Frey, authentic assessments are student-centered and measure more
complex and deeper student thinking (Frey, 2014). Frey also states that the best classroom
assessment is authentic. Authentic assessment can be tricky because authentic assessments
align themselves with real-world tasks (Frey, 2014). Depending on the way an assessment is
given and what is being assessed determines the authenticity of the assessment. An assessment
meets authenticity if one or more of the following characteristics are met (Frey, 2014):
1. Context of the assessment
- Realistic activity or context
- The task is performance-based
- The task is cognitively complex
2.

The role of the student
- A defense of the answer or product is required
- The assessment is formative
- Students collaborate with each other or the teacher
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3.

The scoring
- The scoring criteria are known or student-developed
- Multiple indicators or portfolios are used for scoring
- The performance expectation is mastery

Based on these characteristics authentic assessments are formative and performancebased. Ensuring that an assessment is authentic allows for the teacher to improve teaching
strategies while covering the content. Authentic assessments also require a higher level of
thinking on behalf of the student, including increased problem-solving skills, investigative skills,
and analysis. As I develop my assessments for my students, I try to ensure authenticity to
encourage higher levels of thinking. According to Frey, a way to ensure authenticity is to think
of authenticity as a framework for assessment not a way to an actual approach to assessments
(Frey, 2014). Another example from my classroom, from unit 3 on the American Revolution, my
students are required to write an essay. The essay prompt, “Do you feel the colonists were
justified in fighting for independence and how specifically has it transformed our society
today?” They must use specific facts from the lectures and class discussions. My students have
a clear rubric to follow as they complete the essay. This assignment allows me to see them use
the content in a way to make an argument and prove their opinion and it allows for them to
discuss the implications on their world today. Many of my students have fun with this
assessment and I have had some make good strong essays arguing against war and what the
implications would be for today’s society. I differentiate some assignments; my honors class is
required to write a five-paragraph essay while my core class is responsible for two paragraphs.
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The rubrics are different and specific to what I am looking for and what guidelines they must go
by. I like this assignment for my core class because it is good practice for them and allows me to
build up their skills to complete a five-paragraph essay. This is authentic because it requires
students to use a skill that is valued outside the classroom, the skill of being able to formulate
an opinion and back the opinion up with evidence. I have my traditional pen and paper
assessment at the end and then throughout the lesson, they can use different skills that allow
me to evaluate my student’s comprehension on different levels.

Universal Test Design

All the assessments do not mean anything if we do not have a universal test design.
Universal test design plays a crucial role in creating classroom assessments. This application is
what ensures fairness across the board regardless of gender, language, ethnicity, and/or
disability (Frey, 2014). Universal test design not only ensures fairness but also ensures that an
assessment does what it is supposed to do and that all students understand and have the
capability to complete the assignment. Universal test design is important in any creation of
classroom assessments. My classroom is complete with students of different backgrounds,
ethnicity, reading levels, and socioeconomic backgrounds. When creating my assessments, I
must ensure that no matter the differences between my students, my assessments, and what I
am looking for, the directions and/or rubrics, are understood and easily followed by all. I must
be specific and use language that cannot be misinterpreted as something else, such as a
metaphor. There are many different ways to assess our students, what we are trying to assess
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and how we assess them is all a part of the universal test design. Differentiation of assessments
on the same topic during the lesson and at the end assess different levels of student learning.
It is up to me, the teacher, to plan out the different assessments and ensure my students know
what is being asked of them.

As the classroom constantly changes, the students’ needs change, teachers must be
flexible. Assessments differ because what works for one does not always work for
another. Assessment differentiation on the same topic/unit can and will give a better
understanding for student learning. Differentiation allows teachers to assess different levels of
Bloom’s Taxonomy and check for students’ understanding in different ways. Differentiation also
allows for students to not be limited to traditional pen and paper assessments and to show
their unique strengths in the classroom.
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